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Course Description 
Simply put, this course will be an intensive exploration of William James' The Principles of 

Psychology (1890). I am convinced that what James said over a century ago about mind, 

consciousness, thought, feeling, will, and judgment holds up remarkably well today in the face of 

recent empirical research on these topics that is being conducted in the cognitive sciences. I 

conceive of this course as having four principal foci of discussion: (1) What was James' view on 

these and other aspects of 'mind'? (2) How can recent work in the cognitive sciences criticize, 

confirm, supplement, and extend what James had to say on these issues? (3) What is James' 

larger philosophical perspective on knowledge, metaphysics, and value within which we can best 

understand his accounts of these more specific aspects of mind and thought? (4) Consequently, 

what view of the human person emerges from these inquiries? 

 

Topics/Readings 
The principal required text for the seminar is William James, The Principles of Psychology, 2 

volumes (New York: Dover, 1950). There is also a selection of some of James’s other essays, as 

well as readings from contemporary cognitive science that shed light on James’s view of mind, 

consciousness, and thought. These readings are available as a course reserve packet from the 

Copy Shop on 13
th

 Ave.  What follows is a list of tentative topics and readings for each class. We 

may need to revise this list in light of our developing interests and progress, in which case I will 

announce the revised readings in the class preceding the one in which they will be discussed. 

 

Wk. I 

Jan. 8--Introduction:  James’s life and some of his most influential views.  

Jan. 10-- Ch. 1 (The Scope of Psychology) + a survey of contemporary cognitive neuroscience in 

relation to James’s claims about brain science in chapters 2 and 3. 

 

Wk. II 

Jan. 15—Ch. 4 (Habit) 

Jan. 17— Ch. 5 (Automaton Theory) & Ch. 6 (Mind-Stuff Theory) 

  

 

Wk. III 

Jan. 22— Ch. 7 (Methods and Snares of Psychology)  

Jan. 24-- Ch. 9 (Stream of Thought) 
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Wk. IV 

Jan. 29--Ch. 9 (Stream of Thought) 

Jan. 31-- Ch. 10 (The Consciousness of Self) 

 

Wk. V 

Feb. 5--Ch. 10 (The Consciousness of Self) 

Feb. 7—Damasio, Self Comes to Mind, Ch. 7 (Consciousness Observed), Ch. 8 (Building a 

Conscious Mind). 

 

Wk. VI 

Feb. 12—“Does Consciousness Exist?” and “A World of Pure Experience” 

Feb. 14— Ch. 12 (Conception) + “Percept and Concept” 

 

Wk. VII 

Feb. 19-- Ch. 13 (Discrimination & Comparison) 

Feb. 21—Ch. 14 (Association) + LeDoux, The Synaptic Self, pp. 39-56, 72-81. 

  

Wk. VIII 

Feb. 26—Ch. 19 (The Perception of ‘Things’), Ch. 21 (The Perception of Reality) 

Feb. 28-- Ch. 22 (Reasoning) 

 

Wk. IX 

Mar. 5-- Ch. 25 (Emotions) 

Mar. 7—LeDoux, The Synaptic Self (pp. 200-215); Damasio, Self Comes to Mind (Ch. 5, 

Emotions and Feelings, 108-129). 

 

Wk. X 

Mar. 12--Ch. 26 (Will) 

Mar. 14--Ch. 28 (Necessary Truths and the Effects of Experience) 

 

Assignments/Grading 

Grades will be based on two short essays and one term paper. Each short essay (maximum of 5 

double-spaced pages) will be on a topic assigned by the instructor and will count as 25% of your 

grade. The term paper will constitute 50% of your grade and will be on a topic of your choice, 

subject to approval by the instructor. 


